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The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986, which imposes sanctions employers who hire
illegal, went into effect in November 1986. In the first nine months of the Act, the number of aliens
apprehended along the border with Mexico declined substantially from the record high levels of the
previous year. Immigration and Naturalization Service officials in Laredo, Tex. and in Washington
distributed these figures as much as possible in order to enhance the impression that the new
law was having its intended effect. Beginning in January this year, however, apprehensions in
the Laredo sector of the Border Patrol have increased every month, and are approaching record
levels of two years ago. In January 1987, 6,303 aliens were caught in the Laredo area; this year,
7,510. In February 1988, 8,559 persons were apprehended, compared to 6,332 during the same
month last year. The following month saw 9,639 apprehensions, a 60% increase over the 6,039
in March 1987. The number of apprehensions in the Laredo sector and in San Diego, Calif. are
returning to previously established record-high levels, while arrivals of undocumented immigrants
in the McAllen sector (covering the Rio Grande valley southeast of Laredo) remain low. Border
Patrol agent Fred Rangel told the Washington Post that the difference can be explained as follows:
"The McAllen sector is unique... This area has become a major drug sector, a center for narcotics
distribution, so we have a more visible law enforcement presence than the other areas. The Mexican
and Central American populace, being basically honest people, don't want to attract themselves
to a criminal, violent situation. So they are going across at other points. That's the way we see it,
anyway." Alien apprehensions in San Diego are currently 20% higher than last year. The number of
apprehensions in the statistical category OTMs (other than Mexicans, primarily Central Americans),
has nearly doubled. In contrast to INS and Border Patrol officials, many immigration lawyers and
social workers who work with undocumented immigrants claim the apprehension statistics reveal
very little about actual numbers arriving in the US since November 1986. They argue that the
immigration stream has never substantially declined, even when the official statistics were at a low
point in early 1987. Steve Jahn, a lawyer in Harlingen, Tex., at Proyecto Libertad, a legal aid group
representing Salvadorans and Guatemalans challenging deportation, told the Post that his office has
always had more work than it could handle. Next, Salvador Tellez, an immigration lawyer in Laredo,
told the Post that the 1987 statistics created an illusion that the new law was keeping people out of
the US. "What really happened is that a lot of people already living in the US decided not to go back
south for a few months, as they often did before, so that affected the flow back north. But the flow
of new immigrants was steady and continues. Some of them have come north because they heard
the law has passed and they want to see if they qualify for amnesty. Some are coming north because
they need economic opportunities. I don't think many of them realize the impact of the law." (Basic
data from Washington Post, 04/24/88)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 1

